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Canada’s Pride, Printmaker Naoko Matsubara 
     

     
 
 
Awakening to the Power of Colours    
“Washi” is a joint exhibition by artists Naoko Matsubara and Alexa Hatanaka taking 
place at the Japanese Canadian Cultural Centre Museum, Burnaby, BC until February 
25th, 2023. For this report we approached Naoko Matsubara to better understand 
her creative activity and the driving force behind her career of almost seventy years. 

         

The impact of the flood of colours in the Tibetan monasteries 
      

In “Washi”,  we notice among her works some startlingly bright colours which somehow 
challenge the conventional/basic expectation of what woodcuts should look like. She says 
her experience of Tibet awakened her to the free use of colour.  
      

N.M. “To express the essence of some Chinese, Korean, or Japanese monasteries in 
woodcut, it is excellent to use only black and white. In that majestic manner, I can capture 
the austere look of the buildings or statues of Bosatsu placed in the Monasteries with the 
strength of the texture of the black woodcut. 
 

But the Tibetan Monasteries I had visited were so completely different. Various statues, 
pillars, walls, doors and ceilings were painted as if in a flood of so many striking colours, 
and the colourful vibrant woven cloths or ornaments hanging from the ceiling like the 
kaleidoscopic forest. But the entire atmosphere was mysteriously spiritual. Then, when 
you take a step outside after this pilgrimage through the colourful monastery, you are 
overwhelmed by the clearest and bluest spread of sky. I found the combination of these 
two opposite flavours so moving: I created a woodcut of the clear blue sky next to colours 
that only suggested the feeling of those beautiful interior without obvious figures. I felt 
that this new way of creating woodcut worked. After struggling for nearly three months, I 
finally figured out how to express my sense and experience of Tibet within what I thought 
at first were limited possibilities of the woodcut medium. At one point I felt desperate 

Naoko Matsubara with her son 
Yoshiki Waterhouse, a designer 

Naoko Matsubara at the “Washi” reception, introducing her 
breakthrough work for  which she used sumi-ink 
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and that “oh, Naoko Matsubara is finished.” But then came that epiphany of expression – 
it rained on me.  
 

The result was a book called “Tibetan Sky” which is the fusion of freshness and warmth as 
well as the unification of Nature and Human. It was blessed with Dalai Lama’s Forward. 
 

  
 
 

N.M. When you try to express forms and colours together   “This is a house”, “This is a 
flower”– it becomes the colouring pictures and not interesting. Colours themselves can 
make, can be, the composition, colours themselves become the  core of the art. It was 
only after I witnessed the Tibetan Monasteries and tried to recreate this impression 
through woodcut, that I started to be able to grasp this reality. For that reason I am 
always grateful to the people of Tibet. Also colours are conversing to with each other, and 
if some two colours can not get along, they quarrel . I am grateful I started to see became 
aware of this reality.  
 

Awakening to the power of colour became a turning point in her creative activity. 
 

N.M. If I ask myself what is the most important thing in my work….. I would say there are 
some times during my serious creative search, the splendid answer suddenly envelopes 
me apart from my consciousness and intelligence. My knives almost move by themselves. 
When that happens I feel utterly free and selfless, not bothered by anything. The resulting 

Her first work after the trip to Tibet that lead to a series of woodcuts later published as  “Tibetan Sky” 
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creation is the union of the wood and form and so beautiful. I am hoping I can reach that 
state of mind often, but it does not happen so easily. I guess I need more ascetic exercise. 
 
Sumi ink, the rich variety of monotone 
     

Matsubara who experienced to encounter to the colours, recently started the challenge 
to work with sumi ink . Her reason lies from  the sumi-ink stone (suzuri) her father had 
bought her while he was alive. 
 

N. M. I have been using the oil ink to print wood blocks for more than 60 years because I 
love the strong and bold colour effect. I started to use water base sumi ink only this year 
(2022). My father bought me the finest Chinese suzuri called “Tankei-no-Suzuri”. It cost as 
much as 1 million yen, but I had not used it properly. My father and mother both passed 
away years ago, but I have been feeling rather guilty. Recently I started to make inks on 
Suzuri, with very old Chinese sticks of inks my father had also bought for me. And I started 
to print woodblocks with it, or painted with various brushes onto washi very freely, and 
assembled them into a number of large collages. They turned out to be rather interesting, 
and so I have been dedicating myself into this direction and have created quite a few 
works. Now I would like to go back to the colourful oil ink woodcut. But I was relieved and 
happy to be able call out to my father in heaven that I really used that lovely suzuri and 
ink.  
 

And there was a discovery in the use of sumi ink. 
 

N.M. Sumi is made of various woods burnt to soot. Therefore sumi comes in colours such 
as bluish black, greenish black, or brownish black, depending on what kind of wood was 
used. Sumi can create an array of monotones by the quantity of water you add. It is 
exciting to create works using these different colours and tones. I would like to use the oil 
ink again now. After all, only with the oil ink was I able to create those Tibetan prints. You 
can not do it with water colour.  
    

What Munakata Shiko bestowed on her 
 

Matsubara san graduated from the Kyoto Municipal College of Art in 1960. She received 
the Fulbright Scholarship and became a Graduate student at the Carnegie Institute of 
Technology(now, Carnegie Mellon University) and there received the her Master of Art. 
Then she went to the Royal College of Art, London, UK, as an invited student. She later 
taught at the Pratt Institute, Pratt Graphic Art Centre, NY, University of Rhode Island, 
University of Victoria, BC, Her works are in the collection of the British Museum, The 
National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo,  Boston Museum and many others. 
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One of her major influences in her long career was that of Shiko Munakata. 
In 1976, The Munakata and Matsubara joint exhibition called “MOKUHAN” was held in 
the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria and travelled to UBC Museum, Glenbow Museum, 
Calgary and the  Winnipeg Art Gallery. Sadly, Munakata passed away in 1975 during the 
preparation of this show. 
 

N.M. I am indepted to Munakata-sensei for great support and encouragement I received 
in Japan as well as in the States.  
Thanks to him – he praised my work so highly with such passion— I made up my mind to 
become a woodcut artist.  At the beginning of my career, my work was “Munakata style”.  
I wanted to pursue and establish my own style, and that may be one of the strong reasons 
I told myself to stay in the USA longer than planned. I stayed in USA for ten years and 
came to Canada by marriage to an English professor and have been living here for over 50 
years.  
 

Still now, I get tremendous excitement whenever I come across Munakata sensei’s works.  
 

He is THE ONE who only worked in the manner of absolute freedom, a heavenly gift. That 
treasure descended upon him. It is reflected in every one of his works. That absolute 
freedom can not be achieved by brain or technique; I am very envious of him. He was a 
REAL Genius, but also an oddball. For women, if he were still alive, he would have been  
sued for sexual harassment. I also was subjected to such shocking behavior from him. He 
had something like a strong animal instinct, which I sense may be at work in his woodcut 
and painting.  
 

He was in his studio one day and said “I am waiting for the purple cloud to appear.” So I 
asked him “why is he waiting for it?” Then he answered “if the  purple cloud appears, 
something also comes down to me.” He seemed to work with that sort of frame of mind. 
Then amazing work appeared.  
 

Centering with the Teaching of Nakamura Tempu 
 

While Matsubara san was the student at the Kyoto Municipal College of Art, she also 
became a student under the SAGE NAKAMURA TEMPU and earnestly studied and trained 
to obtain the unification of mind and body. 
 

N.M. Therefore I like to meditate a lot. I am getting old and am alone since my husband 
passed away. I sometimes feel lonely and depressed, but TEMPU sensei always 
encouraged us to be alive, to make an oath to ourselves that “We are well, We have to 
have our minds always strong, courageous, and cheerful. I advise myself today, all day. I 
would not get angry, nor fearful nor sorrowful.” This serious suggestion set my mind. I am 



Arlene’s edit of Naoko’s translation of Kaori Hirano’s article. Edit 17 January 2023. 
   

  

  

 

5 

always grateful to Tempu sensei who in my youth taught me such an essential way of 
living to control mind and body.  
 
Art Works filled in her house and studio 

 

 
She often receives many visitors who are interested in her works at her house and studio 
in Oakville. When the curator of the Ashmolean Museum, England came to view her 
works, she stayed in the nearby hotel for three days to come to her studio every day to go 
through the mountain of her works to choose for the solo exhibition. For nearly 70 years 
Matsubara has  worked steadily on her creative works indefatigably – the amazing 
amount of works proves that. 
 

N.M. works progress little by little. It A work does not come out instantly. Slowly a new 
dimension of a works appears, then I can see the form or colour, or the new spirit of work 
I was searching for. That is a moment of joy and exhilarating excitement, and since I 
recognize this precious  moment, I cannot stop working.” 
 

Her endless searching for the unknown, her joy of discovering new and better, and her 
inner excitement through exploration of WOODCUT WAY was flooded through the 
telephone.  
              (reporter Kaori Hirano) 
 
 

“Tagasode” was created using a mumber of woodblocks  


